Introduction
In his mammoth Nouvelle Géographie Universelle (1876-1894), Élisée Reclus (1830 Élisée Reclus ( -1905 tries for the first time, as a Western geographer, to 'provincialize' Europe within a global dynamics.
Applying his anarchist ideas to his Geography, he represents the principle of unity for human kind, stating that all men should live on the Earth as 'brothers' and refusing the 'superiority' of one culture over the others. Nevertheless, his stance on the settling of European workers in North Africa, which he regarded with some sympathy, has been considered rather ambiguous by some Reclus was exiled in Switzerland, is more restrained than his unpublished correspondence, we find nonetheless many passages where Reclus, sometimes implicitly, condemns colonial crimes, and where we encounter some of the main aspects of his originality compared to other geographic and scientific writings of his time. For instance, if the starting point of the NGU is Europe, which implies some suspicion of Eurocentrism (a concept unknown at that time, however), it is interesting to compare Reclus' definition of Europe to the definition given by the earlier francophone Universal Geography, the Précis de Géographie Universelle by the Danish geographer, Conrad Malte-Brun, who writes:
[Europe is] the home country of humankind and the legislator of the Universe. Europe is in all parts of the world; a full continent is populated only by our colonies; barbarism, deserts, sun, fire will no longer shield Africa from our active endeavours; Oceania seems to call for our knowledge and our laws; the gigantic mass of Asia is almost completely crossed by our conquests; soon, British India and Asian Russia will touch each other, and the immense, but weak, Chinese Empire, will not resist our influences, if even it escapes from our armies In stark contrast, Reclus begins his work with very different arguments. He describes Europe as: "The smallest tribe, the smallest group of men in the natural state, claims to be the true centre of the universe, imagines itself to be the most perfect representative of humankind" (Reclus 1876:5). The geographer explains that he chose Europe as the starting point "not based on such prejudice [but because] the European continent is the only one whose surface is already covered and explored scientifically, the only one whose map is almost complete" (Reclus 1876:6).
The distance between this position and the dominant European chauvinism is confirmed by the reviews that the anarchist press dedicated in 1875 to the first instalments of the big encyclopaedia containing Reclus' definitions of Europe and the Mediterranean world. The important communistanarchist journal of the Internationalists settled in Switzerland, the Bulletin de la Fédération Jurassienne, stated that the NGU was the work which best expressed "our feeling of internationality, of cosmopolitanism, which was known, in the past centuries, only by the highest intelligences, and which is now dominant among the proletariat of the two worlds, fortified by the study of this well-intended geography. [This is] a book of scientific popularization which will make a great contribution to popular education. All workers' societies which have a library should impose on themselves the small sacrifice of spending 50 centimes each week to obtain this work" (Bulletin de la Fédération Jurassienne, 13 June 1875:4). So significant was Reclus' position that even the conservative geographer Marcel Dubois recognized that "in the Universal Geography by Élisée Reclus, one can find the best criticism of European chauvinism" (Dubois 1891:133) .
The British Empire
In Reclus' time, the British Empire was paradigmatic of European domination: Great Britain was both the cradle of the Industrial Revolution and the country whose small geographic dimensions stood in sharp contrast with the enormous extent of its Empire. Reclus knew the British world very well and greatly loved the flourishing of science, technology and industry that he was able to yesterday, and what the massacre of the Matabelé is today; we know the workhouses and the slums of Whitechapel" (Reclus 1894:438). However, according to Reclus, this kind of colonial domination carried in itself the germs of its future defeat, because the colonised peoples were learning the sciences, the technologies and the critical thought that would allow them to drive out the invaders: "European civilization comes to deny its starting point. It targeted power, domination, but it is building equality by its same conquests" (Reclus 1894:438 Reclus' understanding of difference is broadly based on the concept of mélange, supported both by his scientific work and his antiracist activism (Alavoine 2007) , and is akin to the concept of "hybridity" in contemporary postcolonial studies (Hall 1996: 259; see also Gilroy 1993) . Reclus' approach to "making sense of global differences" (Kearns 2005 ) is also evident in his criticism of atlases and world maps, where Reclus anticipates the insights of authors present day scholars such as Arno Peters or Brian Harley. According to Reclus, "maps are the most false, the most large is the portion of the terrestrial surface they represent; they always mislead their reader on the relative dimension of different lands" (Reclus 1895:3-4). The radical attitude expressed in La Société Nouvelle is on display in several pages of the NGU as well:
Unfortunately, in many countries Englishmen were just able to destroy, to empty. In Tasmania, they exterminated the indigenous to the last man. In the Australian continent, some natural tribes escape still from them like groups of kangaroos; but this kind of human game is threatened with swift extinction. In Oceania, how many islands were depopulated by them; and in their American colonies, now the United States, how many Indian nations did they odiously massacre, not to mention of the ones they killed with alcohol and European vices! (Reclus 1879:359).
In the NGU, the clash between the dimensions of the mother country and the colonies is emphasized by the use of maps which today are called 'thematic', generally referring to the small size of Europe compared to the rest of the globe it dominated (Fig. 1) . In the British case, the distinction between colonies and conquêtes is very clearly presented. "Among British possessions, some countries like Canada, Australia and New Zealand have a truly independent existence and develop themselves rather freely […] This is not the case of India: here, Englishmen are not at home, because they merely settled a few thousand dominators" (Reclus 1894:434). Reclus notices that there were more White farmers in Guadalupe than in all of India, and concludes by arguing that the White people settled in this peninsula consider themselves as a special caste.
They "would not accept that some compatriots compromise the prestige of their authority by doing manual work. India is a land of conquest, not a colony" (Reclus 1883:629). Moreover, we must consider that at this time, in the socialist and anarchist milieus, the idea of colony was envisaged According to Deprest, a distinctive aspect of Reclus' originality is the representation of the indigenous as autonomous individuals with their own right to emancipation. "Saying that indigenous peoples, Arabians and Berbers, are capable of a political consciousness, explaining how the colonial regime supplants their voices, means that we recognize that they must have their political rights, not in a vague future but now, and that we realize that they are being deprived of their rights. These statements open a crack in the principle of colonial domination, which can lead to the collapse of the entire colonial edifice" (Deprest 2012:120) .
In Reclus' letters to the cartographer Paul Pelet we find admiration for Algerian peoples like the Kabyles, whom he calls admirables citoyens. "I am completely filled with wonder at the Kabyle mythology. I will be very happy to come back here and study these admirable citizens," he writes. and European exploiters (masters, administrators, missionaries, soldiers, and so on).
It is important to clarify that from an anarchist point of view the social problem was always internationalism notwithstanding, the anarchists of that time were also attentive to the struggles for national liberation, both in Europe and in the colonies (Anderson 2007) . Reclus' philosophical views, inspired by Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, held the main opposition to be between authority and freedom. As in the case of India, he concluded his observations on Algeria by stressing the principle of the 'willingness of peoples': one day, the Algerians "will feel themselves Algerians and not Frenchmen, and they will necessarily oppose to the metropolis an ideal of emancipation, or free federation" (Reclus 1905:427) .
It is important to note that Reclus is one of the first European authors to underscore the existence of an original 'African civilisation', which had a role in the formation of ancient Egypt, But the book which most angers the anarchist geographer is an overtly racist work, In his last work, L'Homme et la Terre (1905-08) 
Conclusion
In the 1980s some authors (see Hérodote 1981) stated that among the geographical writings of Reclus, the more radical and "interesting" is the last, L'Homme et la Terre, considering the NGU as a more conventional work. Now, new research on his gigantic corpus has shown that the NGU, although it was never intended to be an instrument of propaganda, has an important place in the construction of a critical discourse on Europe, otherness and colonialism.
Firstly, this work was a bestseller in its time: nearly 20,000 copies of the first edition were printed, and it was translated into all the major European languages. We can infer therefore that it played a formative role in the shaping of progressive public opinion, all the more so considering the celebrity of Reclus as an anarchist and a survivor of the Paris Commune.
Secondly, it contributed to the diminution of Europe's primacy in geographical works (less than a third of the NGU is dedicated to Europe) and tried to represent all the peoples of the globe according to the principles of human unity and brotherhood (Reclus 1876:IV). In doing so, it encouraged its readers to place themselves in a relative position to understand Others without judgments of superiority or inferiority, claiming that progressive globalization (a word which did not exist at the time but whose concept was already clear) would bring Europe and its Others increasingly closer to each other materially and culturally. In the words of a present-day French postcolonial scholar: "Elsewhere is constitutive of Here and vice versa; there are no more Ins and Outs" (Bancel et al. 2010:21) ; according to Reclus, the world is a globe "which has its centre everywhere, and its circumference nowhere" (Reclus 1876:7).
Thirdly, Reclus' condemnations of colonial crimes are sharp and frequent in his geographic writings. They anticipate the critique of colonialism and imperialism, which the European socialist movement was to adopt in the first decades of the 20 th century, and which remains an open problem.
Reclus' work carries the potential to make stimulating contributions to contemporary subaltern and postcolonial studies, particularly in how they provincialize 'Europe' and theorize geographical difference. If, as Stuart Hall contends, the 'post' in postcolonial criticism means "not only 'after' but 'going beyond'" (Stuart Hall 1996:53) , then Reclus' attempts to overcome the Eurocentrism of his times, flawed or not, merits further engagement in current scholarship. Reclus, it should be noted, was uncomfortable with Hegel, whose philosophy can be read as a "founding text of Europe's colonial mastery" (Gidwani 2008 (Gidwani :2583 ; it's not by chance that Frantz Fanon, in the twentieth century, could find the "subaltern moment" in Hegelian dialectics only by inverting creatively its legacy through an "insurrectionary fidelity" (Ibid:2585). Reclus, Kropotkin and the According to Kropotkin, Anarchism comes to the social sciences in an empirical and pragmatic manner, a method that makes Reclus' geography deeply engaged with complexity and difference.
As such, "Reclus never withdraw himself into a rigid theory where Geography is 'this and not that'; in his willingness to show and explain, he prefers to say 'this and that'" (Raffestin 2008:165) .
We find a similar diagnosis in the classic biography of Reclus by Max Nettlau, who compares the geographical method of the NGU to the non-dogmatic and non-metaphysical approach of the Anarchists, an approach that recalls the critical epistemologies of Karl Popper or Paul Feyerabend.
As Nettlau puts it: "only an anarchist could achieve this work, where millions of particulars appear in an harmonic order, because he has the large and flexible spirit necessary to give to every problem its right, without forcing it to enter in a preconceived theoretical system" (Nettlau 1930:30) .
Similarly, Reclus' discussions of migration and mélange as the most important factors in world history anticipate contemporary notions of an entangled world system, echoing the claims of scholars like Eric Wolf who, in Europe and the People Without History argues that "the search for a world of distinctness is illusory" (Wolf 1982:17) . This is not to deny that Reclus shared - 
